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Abstract 
 
The project will cover the two dimensions “Text & Sign” and “Culture & History” when it is 
examined why Rithy Panh has chosen to use his movie “ The Missing Picture” to cover the 
history of Cambodia under the Khmer Rouge’s regime. Our empirical data will be interpreted 
through the use of three key analyses: Media-, Auteur-, and Foucault’s discourse-analysis. The 
data shows that the discourse power and knowledge played a crucial role in relation to people’s 
identity who were traumatized due to the horrors during the war. We can conclude that Rithy 
Panh will like to use his subjective point of view to help people of Cambodia to recall the 
missing pictures - their narrative, Cambodia’s history before the war and the Cambodian culture.  
Is is discussed if this type of movie is a valid way to illustrate history and what the motivation 
behind the movie is. In the end it is concluded that “The Missing Pictures” is a subjective movie 
focused on the Cambodian people’s re-establishment of their identity, history and sense of 
Cambodian unity. One of the key arguments in the movie is that people cannot let the Khmer 
Rouge ruin their past and memories, but must fight back and ensure the lost identity.  
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1.	  Introduction	  
	  
PROBLEM FORMULATION: 
  
Why has Rithy Panh chosen to use this type of movie to cover the history of Cambodia under 
the Khmer Rouge’s Regime?   
  
- What is the history behind Khmer Rouge? 
  
- Why has Rithy Panh chosen to create the movie this way and what is his motivation? 
  
- Why did Khmer Rouge change the identity of the Cambodian people, and why is it 
important for Rithy Panh to reclaim the original identity of the Cambodian people? 
  
 
 
1.1 Motivation 
 
Pol Pot, Khmer Rouge, Year Zero and the many victims of the Cambodian War were not exactly 
thoughts that appeared on our mind daily before the starting-point of this project. In fact, none of 
us really knew anything about Cambodian history. It was not until Cambodian film director and 
screenwriter Rithy Panh won the great prize on Cannes Film Festival in 2013 that we became 
aware of the horrors that took place in Cambodia no longer than 40 years ago. Rithy Panh’s 
sharing of personal experiences during the Cambodian War has made us truly eager to make 
some sense of this outrageous scenario that has been going on for more than a decade, as well as 
to gain a fuller understanding of the war itself. We found it shocking how little knowledge we, 
our friends and family had on the matter; how could such a terrible thing take place with the 
world not knowing? Due to our curiosity and concern, we decided to look further into Panh’s 
documentary to see if we could find some clarifying answers. 
 
 
 6 
1.2 Dimensions 
We are going to use the dimensions “Text & Sign” and “Culture & History”. 
We are going to use the dimension “Text & Sign” as a helping tool when analysing The Missing 
Pictures. We have chosen three different analysis in order to get a true comprehension of 
eventual symbols as well as the purpose of the film.  
“Culture & History” is represented through the coverage of the Cambodian history and culture. 
In order to fully understand Panh’s documentary, it is key to have a profound understanding of 
Cambodian culture and history. We have therefore chosen to dedicate a great part of our project 
to these given topics.  
 
1.3 Introduction to our project 
 
As students on a western university, we wondered why we had not encountered the Cambodian 
War before. We wondered why Khmer Rouge sounded strange, and why many people associated 
the words “Khmer Rouge” with something either French or exotic, instead of genocide, mass 
murder, torture and the elimination of a great nation. It seemed like a foreign world to us, a far 
away whisperer of something that had happened a long time ago in a faraway country. Very few 
of our fellow students and colleagues had heard about the Cambodian war and Khmer Rouge 
when we first encountered it, and many wondered why. How come this war is so unknown to us 
as students on a Danish university when we are supposed to know the history of the world? 
The Cambodian War is a war where more than 4 million people were killed, murdered and 
tortured, and it lasted more than 8 years (Rummel, 2002). Even in recent times, the Cambodian 
War still has its effects on the Cambodian nation and the Cambodian people. In today’s western 
society, the name Pol Pot might remind a big part of the younger generation about Paul Potts, the 
English X-factor-winner, more than reminding them about the Khmer Rouge military regime 
leader who killed millions of people and tortured a whole nation. These associations and this 
wondering about how a war this terrible could be forgotten so quickly made us think about 
“Missing Pictures” in general. How many wars are forgotten and hidden away by our 
communities and media, when there is no evidence to back up what really happened? 
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The title “The Missing Picture” is a dualistic term; it can be understood as how the rest of the 
world never gave any attention, help or support to Cambodia during such a destroying 
catastrophe, due to the lack of media coverage as well as documentation of the war. As Panh 
says in his documentary as he is looking up in the skies and sees an airplane: “Let the camera 
come so the world can see us”. There were almost no documentation of the horrible things that 
took place during the Khmer Rouge’s regime, and even when looking for sources for our 
assignment it has been very limited with factual sources, especially compared to how big a 
catastrophe the Cambodian genocide was. 
The term “Missing Picture” can also be meant and understood in a different way; what Panh 
mostly means with “The Missing Picture” is the pictures of his past, the missing identity, the 
missing history of Cambodia, and the missing memories of the individuals who suffered, but 
survived the terrors of the Cambodian War. Several quotes from Panh throughout the film 
validate this point: “I seek my childhood like a lost picture” and “The Missing Picture, that is 
us”. 
The horrors during the Cambodian war took away all individual identity from people, which was 
the motivation for Rithy Panh to make the documentary movie The Missing Pictures. He did not 
only make it in order to tell the world about the cruelty they closed their eyes to, to criticize the 
lack of media cover throughout the war, or to question the lack of documentation on the war. 
What he did was to actually create his own documentation of his personal story, to show the 
history of Cambodia. It was made to help the surviving victims of the war to regain some sense 
of their previous life and identity after such a long time of being anonymous creatures without 
memories or ambitions, without a past or a future. (Guynn, 2006: 113) 
Our project is thus not so much on the Cambodian war, but deals with “the missing picture” as 
Rithy Panh defines it, and his way of portraying the war.  
 
 
 
 
 
 8 
1.4 Methods 
 
We will use the hermeneutical concept of pre-understanding, as well as look into various 
historical understandings of the Cambodian war. This is done by a variety of empirical data, 
observations and theories suited for our focus in regards to the portrayal of the Cambodian War 
through the documentary The Missing Picture. The Missing Picture itself will be investigated 
through the use of an auteur analysis, followed by Foucault’s power relation discourse and a 
media analysis. The auteur analysis is provided in order to gain a profound understanding of the 
film’s purpose and the choices that Panh has made in relationship to the production of The 
Missing Picture. Foucault’s theory on power relations is then introduced as a tool to better 
comprehend the different scenarios presented in the film as a consequence of the Khmer Rouge’s 
regime. Finally a media analysis will be given to enlighten the various filmic effects and to lead 
the discussion on how the Cambodian War in general is portrayed. 
We will try to differ between inter-subjective data and objective data. Source-criticism is of 
course also a vital part of our project. 
 
1.5 Critical discussion of the literature 
  
All given sources we have been looked upon with a critical view; is the source reliable? Who is 
the sender/receiver? Could there be a hidden agenda? Is it a primary source or not, and what may 
have gone lost in the translation?  
As our project is based upon a political matter, questions like these have been key in order to 
answer our problem formulation. 
Much of our gathered material on the Cambodian War has been personal stories written by the 
survivors who suffered during the Khmer Rouge reign, which gives the sources some quite 
subjective perspectives on the war. This has been challenging because the stories of the 
concerning authors have not been historically or factually documented hence not validated, but 
has been subjective narrating. It has been surprisingly challenging to find factually documented 
books and articles regarding the Cambodian War, which has also made us wonder why there are 
so few historically reliable sources to cover such a huge catastrophe were more than 4.000.000 
people were killed (Rummel, 2002).  
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We found it necessarily to watch other documentaries than just The Missing Picture. Obviously, 
the question of whether documentaries are valid sources had to be taken into account, as there is 
an on-going discussion about this. Some historians have a more nuanced picture on it, but in 
general historians are skeptical towards filmic representation of history because it is so complex. 
 “Some is skeptic towards the problematic relationship between historical discourse and the 
past. They claim that what is defining the past, is its inescapable differences. The past is a thing 
historian’s cannot reconstruct, and they cannot recast it in a discursive structure. If they do, they 
are going to betray the past historical character. “(Gynn, 2006: 4). 
The way we have used the documentaries, have been to get an overall understanding of the war, 
and to examine the variations of filmic representation.The Missing Pictures is a very special type 
of documentary, as Panh shows his personal story and does it in a very artistic way, makes the 
reliability of the source questionable. 
  
 
2. Cambodian history 
 
2.1 Cambodian war  
 
Independance 
Cambodia was a French colony back in 1863. The nationalism grew with time, but it was not 
until the 1930s that it really appeared. In 1941 Prince Norodom Sihanouk became king, while 
Cambodia was occupied by Japan during World War II. The Japanese occupation ended in 1945, 
and in 1946 France re-imposed its protectorate. The monarchy ended in 1946 though, and the 
following year a new constitution permitted political activity, which was the beginning of the 
communist guerrillas armed campaign against the French. 
After several years of negotiations with France, Cambodia finally got their independence in 
November 1953. The Prince’s popular Socialist Community won the elections in 1955, 1958, 
1962 and 1966. In 1960 the King Sihanouk died, and his son Prince Norodom Sihanouk, who for 
many years had been prime minister of the Kingdom of Cambodia, became head of state. 
Though the Cambodian people were quite contented with Norodom Sihanouk as the ‘father 
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figure’ of the country, a great dissatisfaction was to be found when it came to his governmental 
skills of handling the countries economy. (Curtis, 1990: 12-14) 
While Prince Sihanouk ruled, the Khmer People’s Revolutionary Party (KPRP) expanded in 
1951. The KPRP had big influence on the peasantry, which was the reason Prince Sihanouk, 
after the Geneva Conference in 1954, agreed to neutrality in foreign affairs. The party leaders 
Tou Samouth and Son Ngoc Minh supported the neutrality, but younger communist militants 
such as Saloth Sar, who had studied in France, started serious confrontations against the party. In 
1955 the government again filled all seats with their right-wing regime, so the middle ground and 
left was completely unrepresented on the political stage. (Kiernan, 2002: 9-16) 
  
The Americans’ secret bombing 
From 1950, the United States and France had tried to reconstruct colonial rule in Cambodia and 
Vietnam. From 1960, the Vietnam War made Sihanouk doubt the neutral standing point, and 
therefore turned to the East Asian Empire with Vietnam and China. (Kiernan, 2002: 16-27) 
In 1965, Sihanouk definitively decided to break off relations with the United States to allow 
communist North Vietnamese guerrillas to set up bases in Cambodia. The North Vietnamese 
guerrillas campaigned against the United States-backed government for South Vietnam. This 
resulted in the American President Nixon arranging secret bombing campaign against the North 
Vietnamese forces on Cambodian ground in 1969 100.000 tons of bombs were dropped on 
Cambodia in an attempt of destroying Vietnamese communist forces in Cambodia – the 
Cambodian civilian loss was huge, the numbers are unknown, and the Americans’ plan did not 
go as supposed to. (Kiernan, 2002: 16-27) The following years involved an enlargement 
consisting of 130.000 new Khmer refugees – the President Nixon’s secret bombing had in fact 
not scared people, but on the contrary the bombings had become one of the greatest motivations 
for the growing amount of revolutionary communist troops. (Curtis, 1990: 12-16) 
This was, together with the failing economy, determining factors for how Prince Sihanouk’s 
government got overthrown by the Prime Minister Lon Nol’s. It is essential and worth some 
thoughts, that both these factors were aggravated by the United States ascent of the Vietnam 
War. (Kiernan, 2002: 16-27) 
  
 
 11 
The uprising of the Khmer Rouge 
In 1970, after Lon Nol had taken the power from Prince Norodom Sihanouk, Lon Nol 
proclaimed Cambodia to be the Khmer Republic and sent the army to fight the communist North 
Vietnamese in the country. 
Sihanouk, who lived in exile in China, formed with his supporters an alliance with their former 
enemies, the Marxist revolutionaries. This alliance was the legendary guerrilla movement Khmer 
Rouge. The movement started the Royal Government of National Union, under the National 
United Front of Kampuchea, with the old Prince Sihanouk as the leader. The Khmer Rouge 
completely changed the life for the Cambodian citizens, and over the next few years the 
Cambodian army lost territory to the North Vietnamese and the Khmer Rouge guerrillas. (Curtis, 
1990: 14-15). 
  
Year Zero 
Lon Nol’s Khmer Republic did not last for long, as the country in April 1975 was ‘liberated’ by 
the Khmer Rouge, who instead established the Democratic Kampuchea. A year later Prince 
Sihanouk retained the power of the country, but not for long either; soon the new assemblage 
choose Khieu Samphan as Head of State, and Pol Pot became Prime Minister of what he 
announced to be the Communist Party of Kampuchea, which was formed back in 1960. 
On the 17th of April 1975, everything changed for the people who lived in the capital city of 
Cambodia. The Khmer Rouge invaded Phnom Penh early in the morning; first they killed most 
of the earlier leaders, and in addition some of the high-ranking officers from the military and the 
police force were arrested and killed. Later that day the Khmer Rouge started to evacuate the 
entire city. The inhabitants were told it was for their own good due to the danger of an American 
bomb attack, and that they could return after just a couple of days. 
This was clearly not the case. The real reason for the mass evacuation was that the Khmer 
Rouge, as the new leaders, forcibly moved all city dwellers to the countryside to become 
agricultural workers as part of a social experiment of building a communist agrarian society 
where all civilians were supposed to be equals. (Curtis, 1990: 14-19) People were not allowed to 
live in their own houses, wear their own clothes and practice their professions, as all these things 
would divide the society into different social classes – a significance that the communist regime 
wanted to demolish. This meant that people were to live at camps; all wear the same black outfit, 
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work hard in the fields and get an equal small amount of food everyday. People who told about 
their education were mostly arrested and later on killed. (Himm, 2004: 17-19) 
Though the whole concept was about avoiding social class differences, people were typically 
divided into two groups by the Khmer Rouge; the “new people”, who consisted of those driven 
out of the bigger towns and cities, and the “old people” – people from the lower middle-class 
who had remained on the countryside. The “new people” were forced labourers (Mam, 1997). 
This supposedly equal society let the Khmer Rouge leaders, who ruled and organized these 
camps, being exceptions to the concept of equal living. The Khmer Rouge forces were privileged 
enough to just look after the workers, to sleep in better houses, eat – and not to forget: drink – 
significantly more than the rest of the Cambodian people. (Pahn, The Missing Picture, 2013) 
In the beginning there was support from the farmers to the Khmer Rouge, but when they found 
out that approximately half the rice that they produced was shipped off to China, the support 
started to drop. Later on during the time in the Khmer Rouge camps, all the children at the age of 
7 or older was removed from their parents in order to persuade the children with propaganda. 
This made what was left of support from the Cambodian people to Khmer Rouge stop entirely. 
(Marcher, Frederiksen, 2002: 44) 
The Khmer Rouge wished to destroy all evidence of any Cambodian history before their own 
existence, as mentioned they used propaganda methods for this; they brainwashed especially the 
children who did not have many memories of the former Cambodia to cling to, and therefore 
followed the Khmer Rouges orders and demands, and as shown in Panh’s documentary, the 
children raised by the Khmer Rouge even turned on their own parents. 
The total death toll during the next three years has been estimated to be at least 2 million – 6 
million missing people. Most death numbers are due to torture camps or simple exhaustion. 
(Marcher, Frederiksen, 2002: 145) 
  
The following affairs 
In 1991, a peace agreement was signed in Paris. A UN transitional authority shared power 
temporarily with representatives of the various factions in Cambodia and put Prince Sihanouk as 
head of state again. In May 1993, a General Election was held – over 4 million Cambodians 
(about 90% eligible voters) participated in the elections, although the Khmer Rouge or Party of 
Democratic Kampuchea (PDK), whose forces were never actually disarmed or demobilized, 
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banned some people from participating. It was the royalist Funcinpec Party who won the most 
seats in the election, followed by Hun Sen’s Cambodian People’s Party (CPP). A three-party 
coalition was then formed with Funcinpec’s Prince Norodom Ranariddh as prime minister, and 
Hun Sen as deputy prime minister; the monarchy was restored, with Sihanouk once again being 
the king of the country, which got renamed to the Kingdom of Cambodia. 
The Government in exile lost its seats at the UN, and in 1994 thousands of Khmer Rouge 
Guerrillas surrendered in government amnesty. In 1996 Deputy Leader of Khmer Rouge, Leng 
Sary, formed a new party and was granted amnesty by Sihanouk, but this led to a new coup; in 
1997 Hun Sen went against the Prime Minister, Prince Ranariddh, and replaced him with Ung 
Huot. The coup immediately attracted international condemnation, and the Khmer Rouge 
decided to trial Pol Pot. The trial resulted in life imprisonment. In 1998, Prince Ranariddh was in 
trial declared guilty of arms smuggling, but was then pardoned by the king Sihanouk. 
Pol Pot himself, who had been a leading character in the horrors of Khmer Rouge, died in his 
jungle hideout in April of 1998. 
It was not until 2001 that a law was finally made and passed to create a tribunal to bring 
genocide charges against Khmer Rouge leaders. After this, international donors encouraged by 
reform efforts brought more than $560 million dollars in aid. In June 2001 US-based Cambodian 
Freedom Fighters (CFF) members were convicted of the 2000-attack in Phnom Penh.  The US-
based Cambodian Freedom Fighters (CFF) group pledged to continue a campaign to overthrow 
Hun Sen. 
In mid 2004, a coalition government was formed between FUNCINPEC and the CPP, King 
Sihanouk who was still in poor health announced his abdication of the throne. Prince Norodom 
Ranariddh was one of the leading candidates to succeed Sihanouk, but the royal council of the 
throne selected Prince Norodom Sihamoni, as the new king of the modernized country. On 
October 4th 2004, the Cambodian National Assembly ratified an agreement with United Nations 
on the Establishment of a tribunal to try senior leaders responsible for the atrocities committed 
by the Khmer Rouge. 
In 2009, former Khmer Rouge leader Kaing Guek Eav - known as Duch, went to trial on charges 
of presiding over the murder and torture of thousands of people as head of the notorious Tuol 
Sleng prison camp. 
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Three most senior surviving Khmer Rouge members, including leader Pol Pot's right-hand man 
"Brother No. Two" Nuon Chea, went on trial on charges of genocide and crimes against 
humanity. In February 2012, Duch lost appeal against the conviction at UN-backed tribunal and 
had his sentence increased to lifetime.  
The events of Cambodia has almost gone all the way up to today, and has turned Cambodia from 
a wealthy and blossoming country to poor and deprived conditions. In the 1990’s Cambodia 
become self-sufficient in rice production and -exporting, and therefore became more 
economically independent; the infrastructure also improved due to foreign assistance. However, 
in 1995, the economy of Cambodia was still very low in addition to what it had been in the pre-
Khmer Rouge Era. In 1995 the Cambodian economy was still only performing at 40-50% of 
what it had been of its pre-1970 capacity. More than 93% of the people live in poverty and in 
rural areas, 6,2% live in other urban areas, and only a very small percentage lives in the city 
Phnom Penh. (Kiernan; 1999, 57) 
In extension to Cambodia’s history, the following section will briefly look into the traditional 
Cambodian culture - a culture that Panh claims is close to forgotten. 
  
2.2 Cambodian culture  
 
Religion 
Back when Cambodia was called the Kingdom of Funan, Hinduism was the official religion of 
the Khmer’s Empire. The largest Hindu temple in the entire world, Angkor Wat, is also to be 
found in Cambodia. (Saidham, 2008) The sacred rituals affected the Khmer’s psychological- and 
cultural identity. (Mabbett, Chandler, 1995: 21) 
The Khmers were practical people, dealing with the real world, yet they were a very religious 
people and especially very spiritual; perhaps the lack of the western scientific knowledge held 
them even more to their religion. The cultural creations of Cambodian art, architecture and 
rituals do not attempt to be themselves but to be images of themselves. (Mabbett, Chandler, 
1995: 18) 
In architecture, for instance, the Khmer had the logic of self-imagining relentlessly; sculpting 
false windows stone curtains on temple walls. (Mabbett, Chandler, 1995: 19) 
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Royal portrayers were not shown as how the King really was, but as an imitation of an ideal 
heavenly king. (Mabbett, Chandler, 1995: 20) The King of the Cambodian Kingdom was very 
essential for the culture, and it is stated that the kingdom was not responsible the country’s later 
oppressive state. Of course they were involved in the fight of power, but the real oppression and 
killing fields were after the monarchy, when the communist dictatorship took over all power. 
Today 96 % of Cambodia’s population are Buddhists, but as mentioned there used to be more 
Hindus. The Khmers also believed in ancestral spirits of the neighbourhoods; the Nak Ta. These 
are earth spirits connected to the nature of the villages, and they embodied to untamed nature like 
rough stones or wood. (Mabbett, Chandler, 1995: 108) The stories about the Nak Ta often 
includes traumatic deaths and are told when death or disasters hits. The Nak Ta had an important 
status in most of the South East Asia, as the spirits often are considered as guardians of the 
territory. In the Khmer belief there are stories of how all land belonged to one demonist spirit, 
Krong Peali. There were also stories of the king making yearly human sacrifices on mountains to 
the spirit P’o-to-li; the Khmer spirit cults have always been erected in elevated places like 
mountains. There is a various kind of spirits in the Khmer religion, and several of them have 
names that originate from Buddhist and Hindu myths. (Mabbett, Chandler, 1995: 109-110) 
 
Clay figures 
In extensions of the religious importance in the Khmer’s culture, the religion and spiritual beliefs 
can be found in the South East Asian art of folk pottery and the clay sculptures and figures. 
These traditional clay figures are of great importance and relevance in relation to Panh’s 
documentary The Missing Picture. 
The Missing Picture is made with clay figures, as Panh himself described, "I couldn't make a film 
about genocide using actors and actresses like Steven Spielberg did with ‘Schindler's List’. I 
lived through this genocide, so it's very difficult for me to explain to actors and actresses what 
death is like, what it's like to watch an execution." 
Though he started making a classical film, he decided to make the whole film using the clay 
figurines after his assistant had made a small boy representing Panh when he was 13 (Hills, 
2014). This mini-miniature-Panh impressed Panh so much, and even helped to give a child’s 
point of view on the terrors: 
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"When I was a young boy, we did not have toys like today so we'd go to the river, collect the clay 
and produce animals and little characters. In this era of digital special effects, I think it's good to 
work with our hands and our hearts, to use water and clay, to dry it in the air from the sun. This 
brings you back to the element of life."  
(Hart, 2014) 
  
Cambodian living 
As Panh claimed there were no toy stores to turn to for the Khmer children, the plays and games 
had to be as cheap as possible, only including the most elementary equipment. The clay figures 
were one popular children’s activity – another game was Lu about throwing coins into a hole just 
that size, or Gap Van about dislodging small objects, as coins, from an outline and throwing 
pieces of bricks or tile from certain distances (Mabbett, Chandler, 1995: 137). This also tells 
something about Cambodia as a practical land with a suitable alternative culture of keeping 
things simple yet useful.    
Farming has always been an essential part of the Cambodian life, with lots of different fruits and 
greens, also trees like bamboo, which are an important thing for house holding, and obviously 
severe amounts of rice. Other than farming, some Cambodians make a living of fishing, and 
about half of the freshwater fish production comes from one of the world’s largest and richest 
fisheries: Tonle Sap, meaning Great Lake (Curtis, 1990: 84-92)   
  
 
3 Auteur Analysis 
 
3.1 Introduction to auteur analysis 
 
The auteur analysis is a film-critical direction that sees the filmmaker as the key creative force 
behind a film – similar to the author's meaning in literature. The key aim for applying the auteur 
analysis is to reveal certain styles that can be linked to the director/auteur, as well as to add a 
more profound understanding of the given film’s aim and purpose. As our problem formulation 
encourages us to investigate Panh and his motivation for creating The Missing Picture, we 
believe that this analysis is best suited in order to get a little closer to Panh and thereby the 
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documentary’s core. It is essential to the auteur analysis that the filmmaker’s background, 
political views, social class and the like is researched to some extend in order to perform a valid 
analysis. The target of the analysis is both the filmmaker and the film – the two subjects should 
in fact be seen as an extension of each other; especially in the case of The Missing Picture. The 
Missing Picture is a film that without a doubt consists of a very upsetting and confusing 
storyline, along with a topic where little or no information is given on the matter. Very limited 
background information is provided throughout the film, and the aim of the movie can be 
difficult to figure with the little knowledge that is offered. The auteur analysis contributes to a 
completely different understanding when watching the documentary through Rithy Panh’s eyes: 
the result is a much more targeted and reliable experience. When combined with the discourse- 
and media analysis, we believe that we are equipped with the necessary tools in order to 
understand The Missing Picture and thereby fully answer our problem formulation. 
The following auteur analysis will therefore consist of an introduction to Panh and his motivation 
for producing this movie, along with a look on the film as seen through the eyes of Panh. Several 
comments from Panh will appear throughout the analysis to underline certain points. The 
purpose and the aim of making The Missing Picture is investigated in depth. 
 
3.2 Applying Auteur Analysis: 
“For many years, I have been looking for the missing picture: a photograph taken between 1975 
and 1979 by the Khmer Rouge when they ruled over Cambodia... On its own, of course, an image 
cannot prove mass murder, but it gives us cause for thought, prompts us to meditate, to record 
History. I searched for it vainly in the archives, in old papers, in the country villages of 
Cambodia. Today I know: this image must be missing. I was not really looking for it; would it 
not be obscene and insignificant? So I created it. What I give you today is neither the picture nor 
the search for a unique image, but the picture of a quest: the quest that cinema allows.” 
                                                                                    - Rithy Panh (Müller, 2014) 
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Rithy Panh was 11 years old in 1975 when The Khmer Rouge came and changed life completely 
for the Cambodian citizen. Panh’s family was expelled from Phnom Penh to the countryside, 
where Panh witnessed the death of both his parents and sisters due to exhaustion and hunger. 
Panh managed to escape in 1979 and fled to Thailand, where he lived in a refugee camp until he 
made his way to Paris. It was in Paris that he fell in love with film making and later graduated 
from Institut des Hautes Études Cinématographiques (Institute for the Advanced 
Cinematographic Studies) (Dargis, 2014). 
However, despite his new life in Paris, Panh was still haunted by his past. As he mentions in an 
interview during Cannes Film Festival: “For many years, I have been looking for the missing 
picture: a photograph taken between 1975 and 1979 by the Khmer Rouge when they ruled over 
Cambodia” (Müller, 2014: 80). He has always dedicated his projects and documentaries, not to 
reconstruct the past, but to deal with a so-called collective “amnesia”. Khmer Rouge’s key aim 
was to destroy all “ethnic memory” – they simply disrupted all Cambodian traditions, culture, the 
sense of Cambodian unity – they wiped out altogether the memory of a shared experience in 
order to create a new collective controlled by the dictator. People lost their sense of human 
beings, their memory and their consciousness. As Panh himself phrases it: “Without genocide, 
without wars I would probably not have become a filmmaker. But life after genocide is terrifying 
void. It is possible to live in forgetfulness. You risk losing your soul. Day after day, I felt myself 
sucked into the void. As if keeping silent was capitulation, death. Contrary to what I at first 
thought, to relive is also to take back your memory and your ability to speak.” (Guynn, 2006: 
186). Panh was determined to do this through his documentaries; to capture the unspeakable, the 
forgotten, to provide “the picture of a quest”. 
Panh has found a rather unusual way to communicate his message: through the use of clay 
figures. The 95-minute autobiographical story is told by more than 100 small clay figures shot in 
static motion, and sometimes accompanied by old, archival footage as background. It took two 
years for Panh and his team to shoot the film – a single sequence could easily take a whole week 
to shoot. Panh wanted to remember his home, and so he started to build it with cardboard. He 
wanted the house to help him visualize his childhood, and asked his assistant to sculpt a small 
figurine of Panh in his early teens. It was in this moment that the idea for the film changed 
completely. The original thought for the film was to document how the Khmer Rouge used 
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propaganda through pictures and films – Khmer Rouge frequently filmed and took pictures of the 
ongoing work in their camps; usually with a very rose-tinted portrayal of reality. Panh spent days 
interviewing Khmer Rouge photographers and technicians, and was further provoked when one 
of the photographers mentioned that he himself had taken several pictures of the Khmer Rouge’s 
organized executions of the Cambodian people (Dargis, 2013). Panh has since then searched for 
these images, but with no luck. However, as Panh phrases it: “The search for that image became 
important to me – as a record. This was the first “missing picture.” I also asked myself whether 
an image can ever really tell the truth. An image is not the truth – even if it’s taken from a final 
act like an execution – it cannot tell the full truth. Part of the picture will always be missing. I 
worked on this subject for a year and half and had many things going through my head” 
(Brzeski, 2013). In other words; this search made Panh begin to think about the nature of the 
quest itself. The cardboard house and the tiny clay figure was a product of his quest of 
remembering – he believed this product deserved more attention and further developing, and this 
is certainly the case in Panh’s newest film. 
The clay figures have brought several connotations to The Missing Picture, thereby representing 
numerous topics of great significance to the film. Being a Buddhist, Panh recognizes statues as 
much more than just a simple piece of stone. “We believe the statue of the Buddha has a kind of 
soul and is the Buddha in some sense. This is why we can pray to it. Clay is a very interesting 
and fundamental material – it’s earth, it’s water and – with fire – it takes on form and life. It was 
very important to us to give the figurines a very precise expression – to give them a soul. In fact, 
what is art? Art is giving to what you create a soul. That’s why it is said God is like an artist”, 
Panh mentioned in an interview short after winning The Golden Palm award at the Cannes Film 
Festival (Brzeski, 2013). The clay figures also resemble a certain importance specifically to 
Panh, as the figures are very personal. Not only are most of the clay figures hand-made 
“miniatures” of Panh’s family members, they also represent a vital part of Cambodia’s culture – 
a culture that Panh desperately wishes to recall and bring back to life. 
The purpose of The Missing Picture is consequently not to inform, but to recall certain events 
before and during the Khmer Rouge – to provide useful tools in order to help him and others 
remember who they are and what they have gone through. “Memory must remain a reference 
point”, Panh declared in his 2012 memoir, written with French novelist Christophe Bataille. 
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“What I am looking for is comprehension. (…) I want to understand the nature of the crime” 
(Dargis, 2013). It is without a doubt this quest that dominates in The Missing Picture. The movie 
simply turns historical reclamation into something of an exorcism by Panh’s extensive and 
significant approach; culturally, authorized history has belonged to overpowered leaders, which 
itself becomes a triumph, as endless books, articles and movies about Hitler suggest. In The 
Missing Picture, Panh levels this imbalance by placing his focus on the ordinary people; Panh 
focus on his family, his relatives, his friends and his acquaintances, who all lived and died under 
the Khmer Rouge, rather than on the executors who tortured, starved and slaughtered so many. 
Pol Pot briefly appears with an eager smile in few propaganda clips, but there is absolutely no 
doubt to whom this movie belongs. This is only made more obvious by the fact that all essential 
historic information is left out of the documentary; key words and characters such as Vietnam, 
Pol Pot and Nixon are not mentioned even once. It is the wish to recall personal events, the quest 
to emphasize the human experience during genocide that is the sole purpose of Panh’s 
documentary – it is a documentary to the people. Panh has several times expressed his passions 
for this matter, recently at the Cannes Festival: “In Cambodia, where there was such destruction, 
the Khmer Rouge did not only kill our people but they destroyed our cultural heritage. Most of 
our early films have disappeared or been destroyed. So we are working to save whatever sounds, 
images and films of early Cambodia that we can – and trying to create free access for the young 
people of the country. You cannot build a cultural identity without the images and sounds of your 
culture” (Brzeski, 2013). Panh further argues that most third world countries – poor countries – 
have lost their memories as their cultural artefacts disappear. By “cultural artefacts” Panh 
especially underlines the importance of film and photographs – “Film is also a memory - of the 
character and imagination of a culture” (Brzeski, 2013). The memory is crucial to Panh as he 
believes that the next generation will be lost if they do not have the possibility to understand the 
culture and history of their origins. With a lost generation come disorder and hopelessness. No 
country can build its future without a memory. Again, the clay figures help accelerate this 
memory as they function as a “blank canvas” for those who struggle to memorize past 
experiences. The figures may be very personal to Panh, but the common features and not-very-
human-like clay bodies enable and provoke the viewer to picture their own story – as if the clay 
models were in fact telling their past. Having used real actors would have made the narrating 
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more subjective, less neutral, and thereby much more difficult to replace with one’s own family 
and experience. 
The French language in the film is neither a coincidence. Panh learned the French language 
during his years in France, and chose to narrate The Missing Picture in French as a tribute to his 
father. Panh’s father was a former Cambodian government worker who had a soft spot for 
French poetry, which is strongly reflected in the language. He appears frequently in Panh’s 
documentary; the very first clay figurine, which in the beginning is just a little lump, transforms 
into a figure along with the words: “With clay and water, with the dead, with rice of fields, with 
living hands, a man is made” (Panh, The Missing Picture, 2013). Panh later reveals that this 
character represents his father – despite the labourer origins of Panh’s father, the family was far 
from spared the Khmer Rouge’s violence. Them too were forced into “re-education”, brutal 
working conditions and starvation. The consequences of this are reflected in the clay figures 
throughout the film — the figures’ rib cages just out, their faces sink in — as does your 
relationship to them. The figures slowly undergo a development in character, from pieces of 
stone to human beings. One cannot help but to sympathize with these pieces of clay as they try to 
rebuild the missing pictures of Rithy Panh. This increase in caring for the clay figures leads to 
another important point to stress in Panh’s film; as we are introduced and follow the story of the 
little clay boy in the colourful shirt, as well as the story of his friends and family, the pieces of 
clay starts to form their own character and personality – the result is a reclaimed and enhanced 
human individuality, an individuality that the Khmer Rouge strived to demolish. The clay figures 
thereby manage to represent both the individuality and the culture heritage of the Cambodian 
people. It is perhaps also an attempt from Panh to remove himself from some of these pictures. 
As he says in the film: “I want to rid myself of these pictures of hunger and suffering so I show it 
to you” (Panh, The Missing Picture, 2013)  
However, the all-embracing point - with its thoughtful reflections on how limiting our 
comprehension of events, especially in a world dominated by images, can be - is one that has to 
be repeated and patiently taken in. It is clearly shown when the little clay boy Panh rushes back 
home to show his mother the fish he recently caught; he finds his mother dead. But instead of 
dreadful pictures and a collage of the terror he must have felt within, Panh chose to emphasize 
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the happiness the two of them has shared together, the love – as Panh says: “This picture is not 
missing” (Addison, 2014). 
 
4. Foucault’s Power Relation Theory 
4.1 Introduction to Foucault’s theory 
 
The following discourse is chosen based on Rithy Panh’s use of language. His words indicate 
that power and knowledge have an essential impact on the people of Cambodia's identity during 
the war. Foucault has worked on a theory concerning "power and knowledge", we use this theory 
and our discourse to get an understanding of people’s behaviour in the light of living a life where 
one is being watched. 
Born in France in 1922, one of today’s most influential contemporary sociological theorist is 
Michel Foucault. The occupation and World War II has had a great influence on the mind-set of 
young Foucault in regards to his fascination with power.  
This interest with power relations and human science are fundamental themes presented in both 
his philosophical and historical work. Most acknowledged is his “Surveiller et Punir” (in 
English; “Discipline and Punishment”).  
Discipline and Punishment is a book written in 1975, and divided into four parts, each explaining 
Foucault's theories and thoughts. As earlier mentioned, power is the core - Foucault's concept of 
power was at the time considered radical and complex, as it; “... instead of a simple relationship 
between the oppressed and the oppressor, power involves a much more multifaceted chain of 
relations weaved throughout society” (Sheridan, 1977: 196) According to Foucault, power is not 
exclusive between two parts, but works on a higher level where a great part of society is included 
due to the consequences of power relations. Foucault additionally argues that power therefore 
shapes the behaviours and actions of all individuals. This is explained in part one, along with a 
notion on how knowledge and power goes hand in hand; one cannot exert power without 
knowledge, while at the same time knowledge always provokes power. Foucault termed this 
 23 
concept "power/knowledge” (Sheridan, 1977) A term that may help cast some light on the 
complicated relationship between the Khmer Rouge’s regime and the Cambodian population. 
Panopticon society 
Foucault uses the philosopher and social theorist Jeremy Bentham’s term Panopticon to explain 
when a small assembly is watching and surveilling the rest of society. Even if there are not 
constant surveillance, the people are aware of the risk of being watched, and it is believed that 
this conscience will change people’s behaviour and actions. 
Bentham’s Panopticon-theory concerns a prison that has been built with a tower watch at the 
centre in order for the guards to be able to observe all prisoners.  
As described by Foucault; 
"In order to be exercised, this power had to be given the instrument of permanent, 
exhaustive, omnipresent surveillance, capable of making all visible, as long as it could 
itself remain invisible”. (Sheridan, 1977: 201) 
Bentham’s hope was that, with time, people would adopt to this kind of structuralism and as a result 
internalize the panoptic tower and eventually police themselves: 
"He who is subjected to a field of visibility, and who knows it, assumes responsibility for 
the constraints of power; he makes them play spontaneously upon himself; he inscribes in 
himself the power relation in which he simultaneously plays both roles; he becomes the 
principle of his own subjection". (Sheridan, 1977: 202-203) 
The uncertainty of possibly being surveilled would then make the prisoners behave out of fear - a 
fear that potentially could lead to a lack of action or a limited version of oneself, a passive body. 
This change in power relations provoked Foucault as he claimed privacy to be a basic human right. 
His main point is how the surveillance constructs inequality and gives a huge power advantage to 
the watcher, whereas the watched is becoming a victim. He compares the prison surveillance and 
how it gives the guards an almost unlimited power over the convicts to how the government is 
watching the citizens, and will thereby always be updated on information that benefits them in 
keeping their supreme control and power (Chalkley et al, 2012: 203-204).  
In contrast to the Panopticon, the term Omnopticon covers the society where everybody is watching 
everybody, which can also lead to the fear of being watched.  
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4.2 Applying Foucault’s power relation theory 
 
The Panopticon is relevant when looking at the portrayal of power relations in Panh’s The 
Missing Picture. Though we from other historical sources know that the Khmer Rouge rose to 
power by being revolutionary and thus getting support from the Cambodian people as well as 
other world leaders, fear is what truly ensured their authority status - even long after the 
Cambodian people had lost their love and hope. There is a great distinction between respect that 
comes out of love and the kind that comes from fear. 
The Khmer Rouge being the smaller, dominating group, sitting on the power of the country, 
moved the entire Cambodian people to these communist working camps, where they could watch 
and control people’s every move and action. Strong lines can be drawn to Bentham’s Panopticon 
- an observer watches the rest of the populaces (Sheridan, 1977: 201-205). According to 
Foucault’s theory, the Khmer Rouge actually got to control the Cambodian people solely by the 
threat of surveillance, as the fear was enough for most people to act the way that pleased the 
Khmer Rouge. Obviously some people stood up against the Khmer Rouge, but none of them 
actually survived the war (Panh, The Missing Pictures, 2013). As shown in The Missing Picture, 
the fear of punishment and death drove people to do horrible things, even to those they loved. 
Panh conveys this in his movie in how, for instance, small children were snitching on their own 
parents to the Khmer Rouge. Dealing with Panopticon, this is a clear example of how 
Omnopticon can also take place in a society of Panopticon, as people get paranoid and desperate 
of the fear of being watched and judged as accomplices. It is furthermore revealed how their fear 
of being caught for stealing food or drinks - even just eating rats or insects - were risky, as all 
further hyperphagia were against the communist ideology of exact equality, and thus would lead 
to punishment if one were to be caught. That did of course not count for the Khmer Rouge itself. 
 
The piercing fear of being caught and punished drove the Cambodian people to become and to 
stay passive bodies, which additionally took away their individual identities. Even the Khmer 
Rouge, who in this case would be the suppressors, lacked individuality as they became one group 
of people whose actions would have to be done in the name of fulfilling the communist ideology. 
This is not something Pahn deals with in his portrayal of the war, but for instance in the 
documentary Year Zero, there is an interview with one of the killers from Khmer Rouge who 
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tells that he only killed all these innocent victims in order to save the lives of his own family and 
himself. 
It can be argued that the lack of individual identity and the lack of knowledge that the 
Cambodian people lived with during the Khmer Rouge regime are strongly connected. Foucault 
claims that power relations can be found in the relation between power and knowledge, and this 
is another very essential fact when investigating how the communist revolution and regime could 
evolve to pure genocide. 
After the revolutionary promotion of having knowledge on how to get rid of the Americans and 
become a stronger, more united and equal country, the Khmer Rouge won the power of 
Cambodia. (Himm, 2004: 17) The Khmer Rouge’s purpose and goal with their power seemed to 
be more than a question of authority: they wanted to gain complete control over the Cambodian 
people. 
This leads to what Foucault calls the oppressor and the oppressed. It goes without saying, that in 
this case, the Khmer Rouge who gained unlimited power, quickly became the oppressor, while 
the Cambodian people who lost more and more of their loved ones as well as their personal 
identities became the oppressed. This oppression is only increased throughout the war. The 
Khmer Rouge claimed to the people: “You are free, but for now you must obey”  - all in the 
name for the greater good of the communist society. This worked in the beginning while they 
still had revolutionary support from most of the people, but after a while the oppressed obeyed 
plainly out of fear, which turned them into passive bodies. They simply lost more individuality, 
hence more knowledge. (Panh, The Missing Picture, 2013)  
There is no doubt that the relation between power and knowledge played a key role to the Khmer 
Rouge, as one of their main methods in their propaganda was to “delete” people’s individuality; 
the Cambodian people could never speak of their educations, nor practice their academic 
professions etc.(Himm, 2004: 17-19) The goal was to make the people forget who they were and 
their origins in order to create the new communist society and thereby rewrite the Cambodian 
history. (The Missing Picture, Panh, 2013) As previously explained, this is exactly what Panh 
goes against by making The Missing Picture. In order to reconstruct society and re-write history, 
the Khmer Rouge were constantly “re-educating” the Cambodian people by brainwashing them 
with ideological propaganda. In his documentary, Panh explains the Khmer Rouge’s simple 
strategy: “Those we cannot re-educate, we will fight like enemies”.     
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As part of the brainwash, the Khmer Rouge made lots of false promises about equality, 
happiness and progress for the country. However, they fail to speak of the sacrifices it would 
cost; for example, Panh reveals that the Cambodian people never knew if or where all the rice 
they were farming got shipped to, or what benefit the country got for the exports. All foreign 
affairs were solely handed by the Khmer Rouge who got acceptance and support from many 
Western leaders, as they could brag about the collective, equal and incorrupt communist society 
they had created. Worldwide, all communists saw what happened in Cambodia as an ideological 
victory. What Khmer Rouge avoided to mention was the poverty, hunger, repression and the 
many lost lives. (Panh, The Missing Picture, 2013) 
 
5 Media Analysis 
 
5.1 Introduction to media analysis 
 
We have chosen to use the media analysis since our main source is a documentary movie. The 
media analysis is used to analyse the different aspects of the documentary, as well as how the 
story of the Cambodian war is portrayed through the story of Panh’s family and village. We 
believe, it would be valid to analyse the different parts of the documentary The Missing Picture 
in order to gain a further, higher understanding of the documentary, of the story that the director 
Rithy Panh is telling, and of the war itself. We believe that a media analysis would provide us 
with helpful tools when investigating how one documents the history of a nation without 
deliberate evidence of what actually happened through the use of video footage and real life 
photos. 
We will also be dealing with different media techniques and visual tricks that are used to tell the 
story of how Rithy Panh’s family, amongst others, were treated by the Khmer Rouge. 
In the analysis we will take a look at the colours, the camera movements, the use of video 
footage, real photos and the use of props in the documentary. (Block, 2001: 173-175) 
We are analysing how a country’s story can be retold only with the use of firsthand evidence and 
witness recollections, through the use of a documentary as the communication tool. 
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Preliminary introduction 
The following is an overview of what the final analysis will include: 
We will analyse all basic visual components of the visual aspect of the documentary. We will 
analyse the visual page and visual progression of the documentary. In our visual analysis, the 
general movement of the entire movie will be dealt with. This will include an analysis of the 
camera movement, as well as an analysis of the movement within the puppeteer theatre of the 
movie.  
The analysis will further include an in-depth look at how Rithy Panh uses his story, and how he 
tells it through the visual media. We will focus on the point of attention and the use of 
perspective to narrate this focus - the exposition of the story, visual exposition, visual conflict, 
and climax; the visual resolution, and the visual structure graph are also dealt with. How does 
Rithy Panh want his audience to feel about the story of how Khmer Rouge treated the 
Cambodian people? The analysis will include a look at what kind of visual components, 
primarily the puppet theatre props and dolls, will best communicate that feeling. We will also 
take a look at how he presents the opposing sides of the conflict. How Rithy Panh presents the 
Khmer Rouge as well as how he presents the Cambodian people and himself as a part of the 
story of the Khmer Rouge. Since the documentary is informational, we will analyse how Rithy 
Panh wants us to feel about the information we are getting of his documentary as an audience.  
Eventually the analysis will include a view of the use of shots and frames in The Missing Picture, 
as well as an analysis of the symbolism behind the name of “The Missing Picture” in the context 
of the Khmer Rouge and the Cambodian War. 
 
5.2 Applying Media Analysis: 
Rithy Panh has chosen a very unique way to create his documentary, which allows for a certain 
style. The style is based upon the style of the Cambodian puppeteer culture. Many sequences in 
the entire documentary is based upon the same visual components (Rohter, 2014). 
The technique that Rithy Panh uses in The Missing Picture is highly unusual for documentaries. 
He portrays the horrors of Khmer Rouge, Pol Pot and the torment that his family endured 
through dioramas and clay figurines. He has mixed this with grainy archival footage he could 
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track down, dreamy and fantasy sequences, a haunting original score, French-language narration 
along with Khmer Rouge’s propaganda songs and speeches. 
Some might feel that the presentness to the animation of the clay figurines enables a seamless 
weaving of the past into the present. Some might even believe that the use of animation in the 
documentary has an aesthetic timeliness, and that it creates a fluid rhythm that bares access to the 
critical function of historical difference, as well as to the history’s untimeliness. While many 
might comment on the appropriateness of using clay dolls to portray genocide, as well as the 
choice of puppet theatre and animation for a documentary treatment of the Cambodian war, little 
has been said about the specific nature of the animation and puppet theatre itself. This choice is 
previously dealt with in the auteur analysis, but will also be investigated later on through the use 
of media analysis. 
 
One of a kind 
Memory is a strange, uncontrollable machine. Maybe at once persistent and fallible, over time it 
inevitably collides with imagination, in the quest of revealing things that might have remained 
hidden otherwise. The objective truth, while the overt impetus of documentary, proves not only 
fallacious, but much less interesting than the subjective truths that can be revealed and drawn out 
from an imaginative retelling. Reality, as we find it, is only really intelligible through 
imagination. Rithy Panh’s journey to reconstruct his own personal experience of Khmer Rouge 
and the horrors of the Cambodian war might take on a life of its own, moving freely through 
both fantasy, dreams and reality as well as memory and the dynamic spaces in between, since it 
might no longer be stored in Rithy Panh’s system. As it was with Ira Folman and his “Waltz with 
Bashir”-movie, which is a very artsy and auteur-directed documentary as well about the horrors 
of war and genocide. (Luciano-Adams, 2009) 
When Ira Folman made Waltz with Bashir, he felt that it had to be done in a very artsy, and 
radically creative, and different way in order for it to be expressed properly. He said, “If You 
look at this film, with (its) lost memory, dreams, war – which is pretty surreal – there is no other 
way to tell this story”. A minor comparison between Rithy Panh’s The Missing Picture and Ira 
Folman’s Waltz with Bashir is made since both documentaries pose major challenges to typical 
documentary structure, since the vision of how their story should be told is so radically different 
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from how directors normally directs documentaries about genocide and war. (Luciano-Adams, 
2009)  
As seen in Ari Folman’s Waltz with Bashir, the footage in The Missing Picture is often cut with 
a vivid, and sometimes surreal visions of the war, which some people might best convey “like a 
bad acid trip” as Ari Folman did by his own artistic renderings. 
Some scenes do indeed convey an unthinkable beauty of death – death in both Waltz with Bashir 
and The Missing Picture almost becomes lyrical, poetic and absurd. 
As Ari Folman phrases it: “There is a contradiction in the film. It’s really beautiful: War is 
horrific, but the design is romantic. I’m aware of that, and it’s one of my main intentions to 
attract you as an audience.” This description that Ari Folman uses to describe his own 
documentary Waltz With Bashir could easily be used to describe The Missing Picture. The 
unorthodox use of puppet theatre and animation makes us keenly aware of the form of the 
documentary, and how we usually experience representations of war, genocide, violence and 
suffering. As much as Ari Folman stresses the apolitical nature of his personal journey, it is 
disingenuous to remove the film from its wider historical context. Like all films dealing with 
contested or painful historical events, this one contributes to the social meaning of the event, and 
determines how we will remember it, as is the same with Rithy Panh’s The Missing Picture - and 
as all documentary, it implies a responsibility to convey truth about history. Knowledge is 
subjective, but it is also shared.(Luciano-Adams, 2009) 
Symbolism 
The first very noticeable aspect of the documentary The Missing Picture is the 3-minute long 
scene of ocean and waves, which is the first scene of the entire movie. This gives us an 
inclination that this is a movie filled with lots of emotions, it is an emotional turmoil. In fact, it is 
an ocean of emotions. The ocean usually symbolises the soul, the unconsciousness, a primal 
state, parts of existence and something wild and uncontrollable. (Fraim, 2001)  
This is very much relatable to the movie The Missing Picture and Rithy Panh himself, since he, 
as we now know, through the documentary as a medium tries to recover his memory and his past 
and of his people. One can assume that this is a very emotional, chaotic experience, which might 
still cause emotional turmoil for Rithy Panh. The scenes where oceans appear often present a 
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state of emotions being portrayed. These scenes with wild ocean waves could therefore represent 
the inner conflict of a person; of Rithy Panh and the Cambodian people. The image of a wild and 
stormy ocean is therefore used as a symbolism in this documentary. The wild, high, crashing 
waves conveys the very overwhelming emotions, that might be threatening to “drown” the 
person.  
The ocean also represents the subconscious, and all the unknown parts of the human mind, all the 
dark, hidden depths of the ocean standing for unknown and unexplored thoughts, emotions and 
feelings that are not visible on the surface. Rithy Panh probably tries to face his own 
subconsciousness with the documentary The Missing Picture by going deep into his own 
emotions and his own mind. 
The ocean, while still being connected to the symbolism of the subconscious and the emotions, 
also represents the soul. The ocean generally represents the ocean within all of us, which is the 
soul, the human nature, our emotions and all primal states and primal aspect of our self. It could 
also be connected to the tale of Icarus, which is often related to be a struggle and search for truth 
and knowledge. Rithy Panh is on a struggle, on a quest for truth and knowledge about his past, 
the Khmer Rouge and the Cambodian war. Therefore the movie could also be a representation of 
becoming one with the human nature, our human emotions and our primal states, as well as 
becoming one with oneself again after coming to terms with ourselves and our emotions.  
(Fraim, Oceans, 2001.)  
The very first scene of The Missing Picture could thereby be a symbolism of how Rithy Panh is 
dealing with his subconscious through doing The Missing Picture. How Rithy Panh tries to look 
at his emotional turmoil inside, how he tries to deal with his emotions through confronting them 
and looking at how he feels about Khmer Rouge and how they treated him and his family during 
the war. It may also indicate that Rithy Panh tries to connect to his soul and his most primal 
states through making the documentary - that the film in fact represents his most primal state, the 
“survival state”, which was very much needed for him to use as a child confronted by the war.  
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Painting the picture that is not there 
Despite living in an age of increased documentation and detail, history can still be a tricky 
picture to paint.  For so long, the old adage of it being written by “the winning side” has been a 
tried and tested bias exposed in whole chapters of recounted history. This has been a 
development based around prejudice, whether it has been through class, racism, sexism or other 
forms of marginalisation, but one form rewriting history still remains more difficult to fill in; that 
of the history of countries and populations under the strict rule of a dictatorship. This not only 
seems like a difficult task because of this strict, rewritten history being so solidified in what 
remains of its propaganda-heavy archive, but also because the events trying to be expressed are 
so heartbreaking, both for the viewer and the director himself. 
The actual missing picture of the film’s title is the visual evidence of Panh’s experience which, 
judging by the remaining archive footage shown in the film, is one that has been all but ignored 
in favour of extreme communist fantasies. Panh does this using two very effective and affecting 
techniques; through the visual of clay men and through a stunning recreation of the soundscapes 
of the time.  This aesthetic creates a direct clash but one that surmises the whole of The Missing 
Picture. While the sounds of the film hint at the work, struggle and harshness of the physical 
environment, the visual shows a group of people forever trapped, unable to move within the 
boundaries of regime. The space, line and shape throughout the movie is controlled by the scene 
in which the clay puppets are moving around. The whole documentary is made as a long theatre 
play with these clay puppets. The documentary is actually more like a long puppeteer show, 
rather than being a “traditional” documentary. Even a traditional artsy documentary. 
 
The tone throughout the documentary The Missing Picture is primarily shaped by light colours 
and the colours of the colourful clay puppets. The colour of the entire movie is primarily done in 
shades of light beige and grey, but the clay puppets themselves are very colourful. This has 
probably been done due to the fact that the clay puppets portray how Rithy Panh and his family 
were treated throughout the Cambodian War - as a consequence, the clay puppets are the entire 
focus of the documentary, and of course they are therefore the most colourful objects of the 
documentary. The entire movement, rhythm, foreground, midground and background of the 
documentary is just a “theatre scene” in which the clay puppets portray the story of how Khmer 
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Rouge treated the Cambodian people, especially Rithy Panh’s family. The picture plane 
primarily stays the same throughout the documentary, which is a full frontal on the characters of 
the documentary; the clay figures who portray Rithy Panh’s family and the people of his village. 
There is a little bit of variation of the visual progression in the documentary, which concerns the 
scenes of the ocean in the start of the documentary to the clay puppets in the Khmer Rouge 
Prisoner of War Camps to the very few photos and video footage of Khmer Rouge and the 
Cambodian people during the Cambodian war. 
The clay puppets 
The use of figurines instead of actual humans or footage and photos has only been seen once 
before in a documentary called; “Superstar: The Karen Carpenter Story” by Todd Haynes. It is a 
1980s documentary movie where the use of Barbie dolls tells the audience the story of Karen 
Carpenter’s death. The use of figurines as storytellers in a documentary about war and mass 
murder is a very unique way of retelling history through a documentary. Which is why, it is very 
unique and very different, that Rithy Panh has chosen to tell his story through the use of clay 
puppets.  
As previously stated, the carved and painted clay figures in The Missing Pictures is Rithy Panh’s 
way of reclaiming the Cambodian people’s history, identity and culture. The visual structure of 
the movie is very linear. It barely changes or has any variation, and Rithy Panh does not use 
contrast and affinity as mosts auteurs and film directors do. Instead he chooses to create a very 
linear visual structure, which allows for very few variation within the visual movements and 
structure, but allows for a focus only on the script and the story of the documentary. Rithy Panh 
might have chosen to do it this way to keep the focus on the story of the Cambodian people, and 
how they were treated by Khmer Rouge. He wants to redeem the past, and take back the power 
to create their own history and identity, and he has chosen to do this through the use of clay 
figures instead of using humans or actors, as well as using historical video footage and photos. 
Rithy Panh uses very little media components in order to clearly underline that the focus is solely 
on the story of the Cambodian people. He does this especially to show, that this movie is about, 
for and to the Cambodian people only, and nothing else. The very linear and similar use of media 
components, gives the audience and us as a project group a clear inclination to whom this movie 
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belongs. Rithy Panh shows Pol Pot, who smiles in propaganda clips, but there’s no doubt to 
whom this movie belongs due to the fact of the use of clay puppets.  For a western audience, this 
might seem hard to understand. Usually when we as a western audience, watch a documentary 
about tragedies, massacres, war and mass murder, we expect horrifying pictures, videos and real 
“evidence” of what actually happened. We do not expect puppet theatre. (Dargis, 2014) 
Going back to the start; The Missing Pictures begins with a series of images of badly misshapen 
strips of celluloid, all of which are both discoloured and clearly stems from corroded, dusty film 
cans. During Khmer Rouge and the regime of Pol Pot, many rules were made to control the 
people. One of them was that if you wore eyeglasses you would be sentenced to death and killed 
by hanging or shooting. Mr. Panh reveals that not even small items of clothing such as neckties 
were allowed, which resulted in Rithy Panh’s mother asked his father to throw away his neckties. 
(Dargis, 2014) 
Throughout the movie, one development in the story stands out very clear - the development of 
the clay figurines. As mentioned in the auteur analysis, their rib cages jut out, faces sink in and 
for some audiences it may feel like that the relationship between the clay figurines and the 
audience do so as well. Mr. Panh tries to transport transmutations of the clay figurines into 
rounded characters and actual people to give his story and his documentary a certain amount of 
emotional depth. (Dargis, 2014) 
Variety within documentaries 
When The Missing Picture is compared to documentaries like “S-21”, “Year Zero”, “The Killing 
Fields”, and “Enemies of The People”, one key difference is present in how the documentaries 
are made and how they affect the audience, even though they tell the same story.  
When taking a look the documentary Enemies of the People, one immediately notice that the 
writing of history through this kind of documentary is made through witness interviews and 
witness testimonials. In both Enemies of the People and S-21, we see the faces of Khmer Rouge 
militia telling their story of how they experienced the war and the genocide, as well as how they 
reacted to the new historical discourse of the Cambodian War. In Enemies of the People we 
immediately notice that it is made entirely on location and shots with handheld camera, the result 
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is a sense for the audience of really being there in Cambodia with the victims of the Cambodian 
war and with the Khmer Rouge militia. We see the actual killing fields of the Cambodian war, 
and it gives a horrid, thrilling feeling to view the fields of war and genocide. The documentary 
creates a stronger emotion in the audience and thereby a bigger impact on how we remember the 
Cambodian war and how long the movie’s message and statements ring in our mind.   
In Enemies of the People, a greater focus on America and the war with US imperialist in 
Cambodia is also part of what makes it more influential as a historical source to us as a western 
audience. A large amount of actual historical footage and historical photos and historical 
interviews with victims and Khmer Rouge militia officials are used, which both catches the 
attention of the eye of the viewer as well as creates a historical validity. As a western viewer it 
may seem more impressive and more historically accurate when we watch actual footage from 
the war, as well as actual tape recordings and videos of interviews of Cambodians. 
The sound aspect of Enemies of the People also presents itself as a very effective tool in order  to 
catch the attention of the western viewer as it is a very emotional piece of music. The music is 
pieced together throughout the movie, and this affects the western audience in such a way that 
we feel like we can relate to the victims of the Cambodian war when they talk about the horrors 
they faced. The musical aspect in The Missing Picture is not noticeable or put together in such a 
way that it affects us profoundly, nor emotionally.  
Video footage of interviews with Pol Pot, brother number one, and Nuon Chen, brother number 
two, is largely used in Enemies of the People as well. This again accentuates the historical 
accuracy as well as the seriousness of the subject matter, which affects the western viewer in 
such a way that we actually listen, not only watches. The use of handheld camera, shooting on 
location (especially the actual killing fields of Khmer Rouge), the historical video footage, 
photos and documents used, as well as the interviews with victims and Khmer Rouge officials, 
all leaves a lasting imprint on the western viewers mind. This all ensures that the message of 
Enemies of the People is remembered. The Missing Picture is in comparison more of an artistic 
movie that is remembered for its artistic and creative aspirations, instead of the actual story and 
message of the movie.  
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It is safe to say the The Missing Pictures in general stands out; also in relation to S-21. The 
Missing Picture stands out in memory as an artistic expression of history, and of a 1,5 hour long 
puppet show for grown-up children. S-21 on the other hand rings a clearer visual picture in the 
mind of a western viewer as a historical source of information about horrors, war, genocide and 
massacres, that will long be remembered. Through S-21 we are introduced to both sides of the 
war, both Khmer Rouge and their victims, through interviews, witness testimonies and footage, 
that shows the horrors of what happened during the Cambodian war. This, just as the case of 
Enemies and the People, creates a higher sense historical accuracy, and a seriousness that 
impresses us as experienced viewers of documentaries about war and genocide. We are as a 
western audience convinced of its historical accuracy through the use of actual footage, photos, 
documents and interviews, that leaves us with a sense of a honest retelling of history. S-21 is 
made as a documentary that is meant for the entire world to see and for the entire world to 
understand, whereas The Missing Picture is merely a retelling of history for the Cambodians, 
who prefer their history to be told through one of the oldest cultural, ancient traditions in 
Cambodia; puppet theater.  
Generally it is safe to say that movies about the horrors of the Cambodian war are films of rare 
urgency. They all open the wounds of Cambodian torture and mass murder which has been 
unacknowledged for a very long time by the perpetrators of genocide acts, as well as highly 
suppressed in the deepest layers of consciousness in the victims of the Cambodian war. Very few 
documentaries in the history of cinema embody this type of moral imperative to speak about 
historical events in such a way (Guynn, 2006, Writing History in Film). Throughout Rithy 
Panh’s life he has been ”irradiated” by the terrible torment of his experiences, and he waited 
most of his life to achieve the maturity he felt he needed in order to reflect meaningfully on his 
past experiences. Rithy Panh felt a great urge throughout his youth to speak about the 
unspeakable human experience of war, genocide and torture that he had experienced, and he 
wanted to use the filmmaking process as an instrument of persuasion and pragmatic action. 
  
Leroi Gourhan, a French anthropologist, once described a term called the Ethnic Memory. The 
Ethnic Memory is the collective recollection of traditions that ensures the survival of society. 
What the Khmer Rouge did was trying to disrupt traditions and erase the collective and 
individual memory of a shared experience, and trying to pressure the people of Cambodia to 
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create a new collective memory, past and life modelled on party dicta. In prisons like S-21, the 
attack against memory was also an attack against individual consciousness. Different types of 
brutal means of extortion were devised to coerce victims into “reconstruct” their lives in the form 
of “biographies” often written in the victims own hand. These bios of lies were intended to erase 
personal memory and wipe out the victims sense of themselves as human beings. (Guynn, 2006, 
Writing History in Film) This seems to be one of the main reasons why Rithy Panh tries to 
remind the Cambodians of what happened once and what vibrant culture and history they had 
before the war. Rithy Panh especially tries to remind the Cambodian people of their beautiful 
culture.  
It is important to stress that Panh does not try to reconstruct the past in historical terms, hereby 
meant objective analyses of the genocide. He rather deals with collective “amnesia”,  the 
“retrospective bewilderment of a people” still traumatized by genocidal events never 
acknowledged by the Khmer Rouge leaders, some of whom continue to hold positions of power. 
(Guynn, 2006, Writing History in Film) Panh’s method aims at unleashing memory in the most 
immediate sense. He is not interested in the documentary method that illustrates the past through 
montage of documents organized and directed by the voice-over-commentary. Documentaries 
such as Year Zero, Enemies of The People and The Killing Fields manufacture events, according 
to Panh - it is furnishing answers determined in advance. What Panh tries to create for the 
Cambodian people is “A look from the inside of our collective memory.” He tries to put the 
Cambodian people into uncomfortable positions and pressures them with his interrogating 
camera; he compels them to confront the traces of their past experience. He stages the return of 
the repressed: the revivification of stifled memory in the minds of the individual torturer or 
victim. (Guynn, 2006, Writing History in Film) He does this to bring back their individual and 
collective history, as well as trying to resurrect their identity as people. One could almost say that 
Rithy Panh renders memory through the camera. 
It is movies like S-21 and The Missing Picture that works as functional places to lift “the silence 
of taboo”. S21 resonates with the imagination of its audience, organizes and condenses the 
Cambodian people’s experience of the past. S-21 and The Missing Picture is both the 
embodiment of a will to remember. Rithy Panh himself claims that through S-21, he tries “to 
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stop time, to inhibit forgetting, to fix a state of things, to immortalize death, and to materialize 
the immaterial.” (Guynn, 2006, Writing History in Film) 
The thing that works so well in especially S-21, but also in Enemies of The Past, is the use of 
camera angles, especially close-ups are effective when connecting the audience with the 
emotions portrayed in the films as well as the message. In S-21, Rithy Panh uses different ways 
of using camera angles, especially close-ups, as they connect the audience with the initial 
message of the movie. As an audience we feel like we can relate to the things that goes on with 
the characters in the movie. The close-up stages the subjective, calling on the spectator to 
identify with the thoughts or emotions of the former victim or, in the close-ups on the 
persecutors, to sense their psychological response to evidence of their guilt or the truthfulness of 
their confessions. In the close-up in S-21 our identification with Nath as a victim switches to the 
interrogator, as well as the medium shot creates a critical distance and judgement. These 
switches in the use of camera angles and camera shots creates variation, as well as a stylistic 
visual line, that is more exciting and interesting for us as an audience.  
Year Zero as a documentary is more raw in its nature. Year Zero is the most present historical 
source of information we have as a video document, made just a few years after the war ended. 
For some, this could be an indication that it is more fresh in the memory of people who were 
affected by the Cambodian war, people who experienced the war. Year Zero is as a documentary 
constructed as one long tv-spot, almost as a long news reel. Year Zero is primarily made through 
the use of on-location shooting (especially in the prisons camps, which might be the most 
effective tool used in this documentary), handheld camera angles, the use of interviews with all 
sorts of people involved in the war: journalists, Red Cross personnel, nuns, victims, Khmer 
Rouge militia officials, children, women, men, foreigners, war photographers, americans and 
everyone else involved in the Cambodian War. The use of varied interviews with all the kinds of 
people involved in the experience of the war gives a more allround perspective of the Cambodian 
War. This adds a higher level of believed historical accuracy and validity, which for us as a 
western audience gives it a high standard of historical reliability. Year Zero is due to its use of 
footage from the war, on-location shooting and witness testimonies and interviews deemed to be 
a reliable historical source of information about the Cambodian war, which seems to write 
history more in the traditional way than The Missing Picture could ever dream to do.  
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The Killing Fields is a fictional biopic and drama, based on Year Zero and Pol Pot’s bloody 
cleansing campaign where more than two million “undesirable” civilians died. (Joffé, The 
Killing Fields, 1984) The Killing Fields is of course an entire different way of writing and telling 
history than its fellow documentaries mentioned in this project, but it is also for many an 
impressive way of telling history. Many believe that a story is best told through the eyes of the 
director of a movie. In a fictional drama based on real events, actual history is mixed with the 
creative aspect of making a good movie that tells the best historical story. With a narrow view on 
Year Zero instead of the whole war, we as an audience get a close-up of what happened during 
Year Zero, both to the foreigners living in Cambodia, but also to the Cambodian people 
themselves. The story is told through the use of various aspects of the fiction based genre of 
movies. This is a good way to tell a story, especially one where history is involved and where 
much original footage and photos were not produced. From the point of view of a western 
audience, one may argue that Rithy Panh’s Missing Picture would have left a stronger imprint of 
a source of historical information if it had been a fiction, instead of a documentary. Rithy Panh 
himself has claimed not to be a documentarist, but his movie The Missing Picture is marketed as 
a documentary. This might be where the source of the misunderstanding lies. For if Rithy Panh 
does not see himself as a documentarist, but the rest of the world sees his film as a documentary, 
how are we as a western audience supposed to see and understand this movie? The main reason 
why this is important to think about when watching The Missing Picture is, that the historical 
impression you get as a western audience is just not as impressive as the one you get from 
viewing S-21, Year Zero, Enemies of the People and The Killing Fields. This is indeed a shame, 
as the story of Rithy Panh and his family’s experiences during the war is a rather interesting one, 
but it quickly becomes overshadowed by the puppeteer fantasies of The Missing Pictures, the 
flying puppets and the whole dream-like fantasy-state in which the scenes of The Missing 
Pictures are created.  
All of the above mentioned observations can lead to the sub conclusion that Rithy Panh, as a 
documentarist and filmmaker, does not want to give too much attention to the detail of a the 
visual media as a form of expressing a story or as an artform, but rather he wants to point our 
direction to the entire story of how he and his family were treated by Khmer Rouge during the 
Cambodian War. The entire focus and point of attention is at the clay puppets portraying Rithy 
Panh and his family. The scenery in The Missing Picture is made up of many clay dolls and clay 
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villages which represents the most important aspects of Rithy Panh’s story. The props are 
therefore the clay dolls and clay villages. The Cambodian people have a very long unique story 
of puppeteer theatre. Rithy Panh has without a doubt, chosen this as an honour, an ode and an 
homage to the Cambodian people. The documentary is made for the people of Cambodia and for 
the reclaiming of their right to tell their story, not for the purpose of telling the rest of the world 
what happened. This is done as an homage to the Cambodian people - and as a helping tool to 
himself.  
6. Discussion 
 
Reclaiming the past to create a future 
A more profound understanding of The Missing Picture’s significance to the narration of a 
people’s history, identity and culture has been obtained through our analysis. An important 
remark to underline in this project is how the certain kind of narration is used to narrate history - 
to gain an understanding of why the documentary is constructed the way it is, what its reason and 
motivation could be. It is previously argued that The Missing Picture’s purpose is to claim back 
the history of the Cambodian people, to help Panh in his quest of remembering and even rebuild 
the Cambodian identity. This is followed by the relevant question: Does it work? And is there a 
need for this quest at all in today’s Cambodia? 
Throughout the movie a great focus on the individual is found. Rithy Panh himself says: “I 
always try to focus on the individual, on what makes us human. Part of the Khmer Rouge project 
was not only to destroy individual people, but to destroy the very notion of the individual” (Avni, 
2014). As a correspond, Panh has chosen to focus his movie on the Cambodian individual to 
reclaim the individualism and identity of the Cambodian people as well as the Cambodian 
culture:“I want to simply rebuild the stories of people – it’s part of my fight against the Khmer 
Rouge agenda” (Avni, 2014).  
Vital information on Nixon or the Western world’s involvement in the creation of the 
Cambodian war has as a consequence not been included. Neither has Panh chosen to centralize 
the horror and terrible doings of Khmer Rouge as the torture and terror they subdued the 
Cambodian people to. Panh has instead chosen to focus on the stronger element in people, the 
survivors, the happy times before the Khmer Rouge, and the unity of the Cambodians. Rithy 
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Panh explains that, “Evil has always been there, it’s always a part of us, evil is no big surprise. 
But what about the people who gave freely, who stood up for human dignity?  Even in the most 
extreme and terrible situations, these acts of dignity existed. And for me that is the banality of 
good” (Avni, 2014). No matter what evil humanity is facing, there will always be those brave 
people who stands up for human rights. That is why the entire point of attention is on the 
Cambodian people and how they handled the war; instead of making the movie about Khmer 
Rouge and how they created the war, which would be a more typical angle on a documentary. 
The movie thereby manages to portray some of the worst human conditions ever exposed, but 
still it shows the beauty of humanity in times of horror. The banality of good is simply 
underlined in order to restore a feeling of Cambodian nationality - a nationality that still remains 
in its early stages this day today.  
 
Bringing voices to the unspeakable  
It is important to note that up to 60 % of the Khmer population is born after 1979 – the young 
generation of today’s Khmer area have therefore not experienced Year Zero and the Khmer 
Rouge’s military regime (Benzaquen, 2012:45). In fact, most of the generation questions these 
stories – that these horrors must be lies, or, at best, exaggerations. The history of the Democratic 
Kampuchea has not been taught in school for many years – only very recently has the matter 
entered school books and teacher’s curriculums, but only to certain schools in specific areas. A 
great division in knowledge on the Khmer Rouge and its time is therefore still to be found in 
Cambodia, where especially the cities remain better informed in contrary to the more rural areas 
(Benzaquen, 2012:45). The interest of Rithy Panh’s The Missing Picture is thereby far from 
equal to every Cambodian citizen; a great part of the population live with the traumatic 
memories caused by the Khmer Rouge, but the Cambodian past is certainly also a matter that 
passes by unnoticed by many parts of the population where the access and knowledge provided 
is limited. A weekly television programme decided to make it their mission to engage and inform 
more of the Cambodian population about their origins and their past. The show was called “Duch 
on Trial” and was aired while the former commander of S-21, Duch, was prosecuted 
(Benzaquen, 2012:46). Two journalists abbreviated and analysed the testimonies that had been 
given in the court during the week, and explained the legal framework. They stated that their 
reason for doing so was the fact that “Whilst such emotionally charged moments provided the 
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catharsis the tribunal wanted to stage, in a country where 90% of the population regularly views 
television—despite enormous poverty—the tube has proven the most efficient channel for 
engaging people in the war crimes court” (Brady, 2009). The great division in knowledge has 
for many years created tension between social cohesion and reconciliation in Cambodia, a 
tension that Panh has tried to ease through his films and work. Another origin to the tensions 
throughout Cambodia lies in the question of justice at an individual level - troops and warriors in 
cooperatives, villages and districts has without a doubt played a significant role in the mass 
killings in Democratic Kampuchea (Heder, 2005: 408). Should they now all be on trial? This is a 
question that opens up a Pandora box that few wish to open in Cambodia. Yet, what kind of 
justice leaves so many executors unpunished? 
  
Talking is the path to healing 
A key factor in documentary-work based on historical and traumatizing events is to get people 
involved to remember what happened during the given period, then make people start talking; 
“talking is the path to healing” (Benzaquen, 2012:45). 
Some will argue that talking about the Khmer Rouge for Cambodians is painful; it may even be 
dangerous in some areas to mention the time of the Khmer Rouge’s regime - this in the light of 
Foucault’s omnopticon.  
We find it relevant to mention Francois Ponchaud – an expert of Cambodian history and culture 
– as he challenges the belief of Rithy Panh, Annemarie Prins and Frumberg. Ponchaud argues in 
an article concerning previously mentioned documentaries that there is no such thing as silence 
on the subject of Khmer Rouge. According to him, Cambodians still talk about the time of the 
regime and the horrors that occurred (Hertzog, 2010). As he says, “how could it be otherwise 
when the former Regime has left such a deep wound on the countryside? Today there is no 
forgetting, people know everything about their fellow citizen. So why produce another 
documentary to make people start memorize again?” (Benzaquen, 2012:46) The fact that there 
are still living survivors from the war, both the one’s who were oppressed and the oppressors, 
mean that they now have to be integrated in the present community of Cambodia. This has been 
challenging in today’s Cambodia - French psychiatrist and anthropologist, Richard Rechtman, 
who has been working with Khmer refugees in Paris in the mid-1980’s, follows Ponchaud’s 
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believe and argues that these tensions within Cambodia is due to a communication problem most 
of all, not a problem of silence. 
Richard Rechtman points out that people could not say what they had in mind during the time 
when Khmer Rouge still held power. Back then it was believed that one could prevent people 
from thinking simply by preventing them from speaking; this is of course not the truth. 
(Benzaquen, 2012:48). The silence during the Khmer Rouge regime may still have a large effect 
on the Cambodian people in the way that even though the people of Cambodia still think, they no 
longer know what to say or how to express themselves. The rest of the world may find a 
difficulty in understanding what the Cambodians and the victims of the Cambodian War actually 
say and express. Richard Rechtman also argues that the responsibility of this dilemma lies within 
the receiver; the world outside Cambodia should make an effort in order to get the Cambodians 
to speak about the war, as well as teach them how to use the right tools to express themselves 
about the horrors that they experienced. In other words; Rechtman does not believe that what the 
Cambodians’ experiences are “unspeakable”, but rather “inaudible.” He describes how the 
Cambodian community lives with a ‘culture of silence’ – and that this silence further inhibits a 
person’s ability to reflect and act on their society. This culture of silence seems to have 
influenced Rithy Panh as well. For him, his personal story of the Cambodian war was not 
unspeakable; it was inaudible. The way Panh’s personal experiences during the war may have 
been inaudible is shown by the fact that he has chosen to use a French, poetic language and clay 
dolls to portray his story; all very distanced. Rithy Panh still manages to explain his story of the 
Cambodian war through the use of the Cambodian people’s culture and thereby create an 
increasing access for the Cambodian people. 
  
Breaking the circle of silence 
In 2009, an international film team decided to break off this ‘culture of silence’ by producing the 
movie “We Want (u) to Know” together with the Cambodian inhabitants of the village Thnol 
Lok. The work was divided into two phases: the first thing they needed to ensure was if the 
villagers was willing to participate in the project or not. Next, they needed the team to help 
create the film. The people who lived in the village helped design, film, and co-direct the movie. 
It was important for the team members to be a bit in the background and only facilitate the 
process, as the purpose of the film was to raise the voice of Cambodians. Each night, the whole 
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crew sat down and watched bits from the movie taken that day, followed by a discussion of the 
content. The Movie We Want (u) to Know has been displayed in several Cambodian cinemas as 
well as in international festivals and conferences – the film has thereby had some success in 
regards to easy access for the population. 
“Breaking the Silence” is another initiative driven by the cooperation between Dutch play writer 
and dramaturge Annemarie Prins and the Theatre Embassy, which is a Netherlands-based 
organization that makes theatres in developing countries (Benzaquen 2012:46). Annemarie Prins 
was determined to create a play that was intended for the Cambodian people. Breaking the 
Silence is performed by victims and former Khmer Rouge soldiers and had its premiere in 
Phnom Penh on February 21, 2009. The show toured around in Cambodia with a mobile stage 
and was shown several times. Breaking the Silence tries to combine the Khmer and the Western 
cultures by using a Western-style of spoken theatre, while at the same time presenting Cambodia 
during their time as a French colony. The play was mainly reserved for the higher class of 
society (Chng Ching Ying, 2010: 18-24), and to “focus not on a realistic representation of 
actions, but instead the use of symbolism to economically depict events without literally acting 
them out” (Chng Ching Ying, 2010: 68). The play includes different stories of the victims and 
their perpetrators, and makes actual verifications into representative performances of suffering, 
which is meant to let the villagers identify their personal stories in the actors’ play. But is this a 
good way of showing history, or is leaving so much imagination to the audience too abstract? 
(Chng Ching Ying, 2010: 72). 
Some of the critique that has be given to the play Breaking the Silence, is that though it is very 
clever, it might actually be a tad too subtle for the ‘less-educated audience’. Perhaps this is a 
crucial critique for Panh’s The Missing Picture as well; is the film in fact too arty with its 
original way of portraying the story, that a big part of audience - especially the western – who 
has less knowledge of the war or less interest in art, risk losing interest for the story itself? We 
know from our analysis that The Missing Picture is directed at a Cambodian audience, but the 
little information provided and the arty communication of the war can, in worst cases, repel the 
western viewer more than evoke a curiosity. 
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Building bridges  
The last 50 years, with the increased globalization of the world’s communities, the Western 
conceptions of human rights and witnessing in such has changed. During the last decades, we 
have witnessed a countless number of gross violations of human rights, and the conceptions of 
witnessing has been transformed during the changing times of history. Especially the more socio-
cultural contexts of witnessing has changed, which as a result have created an application of 
different types of “hybrid”-forms when it comes to witnessing the gross violations of human 
rights. The difficult application of these “hybrid” forms is especially seen in participatory 
projects such as We Want (u) to Know and Breaking the Silence. 
Collaborations of local communities and Westerners run into many risks when advancing into 
collaborative endeavours involving the witnessing of violations of human rights. The notion of 
“recognition” encapsulates the traps of these collaborations in the reflections done by American 
philosopher Kelly Oliver (Benzaquen, 2012:50). The dominant group is often the Westerners, 
even in these collaborative endeavours. Therefore it is important to look into who in fact is 
conferring these recognitions? If the dominant group proceeds to be the Westerners even in these 
collaborative endeavours, then the process of witnessing violations of human rights just repeats 
old, often colonial hierarchies, and therefore succeeds oppositions between subject and object-
other (Benzaquen, 2012:51). Annemarie Prins may end up selecting, rewriting, and translating 
parts of the testimonies she gathered. It could also be when the international team of “We Want 
(u) to Know” chooses to remove disturbing (in western point of view) sequences in which 
Cambodian villagers re-enacts Khmer Rouge killings. 
What does this editing mean for the two attempts of witnessing violations of human rights? 
Some people might call it unreliable witnessing if one tamper with witness evidence. But does it 
make the two attempts of witnessing false? 
The two projects We Want (u) to Know and Breaking the Silence are not trying to document a 
new process of bearing witness through the horrors of the Cambodian war or to heal Cambodian 
communities. Instead it is more of sign and a process of Western engagement in trying to help 
the Cambodians to construct their past, their memory and their history again – just like The 
Missing Picture. All three initiatives emphasize the need to retrieve some of the long lost 
memory and history of the Cambodian people. The many initiatives who all strive to record 
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situations of different types of cultural and geopolitical confrontation around perceptions of 
memory work seem to be necessary in today’s Cambodia. 
 
The walk of our past creates the road for our future  
Another perfect example of this need for a Cambodian unity is the Dhammayietra (the Peace 
Walk). The first Dhammayietra took place in 1992 and originally consisted of the Cambodian 
refugees who walked from the refugee camps to the Thai border. Is has been held every year 
since its origin in 1992 and is for many Cambodians seen as a tool of recovery, as the walk 
represents and consists many of the prohibitions the population experienced under the Khmer 
Rouge. First of all, it is an experience of great movement: “After nearly 30 years of war and a 
long legacy of border conflicts, Cambodians have a highly developed sense of the violability of 
borders and the danger of trespass” (Poething, 2002: 25). Movement and mobility had for so 
long been associated with a several traumatic experiences (e.g. the forced evacuation and 
relocation during the Khmer Rouge’s regime, the refugee flight after 1979 and also the interior 
displacement during Year Zero) is through the Peace Walk transformed into a positive 
movement, a movement towards peace. The walk can also be seen as a recovery of a country 
where landmines turned walking from a familiar daily act into dangerous act. The Dhammayietra 
thereby manage to ‘create new cultural memories and collectively share the painful experiences 
of surviving and witnessing’ (Skidmore, 1996: 542). Much like Panh does by focusing on the 
happy childhood and the good experiences of his and Cambodia’s’ past. A journalist for The 
Guardian, Pilger, writes about Panh: “Thank you, Rithy Panh, for your brave film; what is 
needed now is a work as honest, which confronts ‘us’ and relieves our amnesia about the part 
played by our respectable leaders in Cambodia’s epic tragedy” (Pilger, 2004). 
The many initiatives in Cambodia that strive to record cultural and geopolitical confrontation 
around perceptions of memory work only validate the need for a quest in finding these “missing 
pictures”. We need engagements like We Want (u) to Know, Breaking the Silence and The 
Missing Picture. Cambodia is a country with a divided generation and a forgotten past – all 
combined with a silence that only contribute with further tension; the result is a lost feeling of 
community. What can we as Western countries do? This is obviously a greater discussion, but an 
advice from Panh and us would be this: Kill the silence.  
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7. Conclusion  
 
Why has Rithy Panh chosen to use this type of movie to cover the history of Cambodia under 
the Khmer Rouge’s Regime?   
  
In comparison with other documentaries on the topic of the history of Cambodia during the 
Khmer Rouge Regime, The Missing Pictures is a subjective narration of the Cambodian war and 
a display of what happened to the Cambodian people from Rithy Panh’s point of view. The 
subjective narration is used to emphasize the Cambodian people’s right to have their own 
identity, their own individualism and culture. 
The Missing Pictures is made to take back the power from the Khmer Rouge, and bring it back to 
the people. Through The Missing Picture Rithy Panh tries to remind the Cambodian people of 
their right to create and narrate their own past, their own history and their own nation. Rithy 
Panh wants them to remember how good it once was, and how good it can be again. 
Furthermore, he wants them to remember what it was like during the Khmer Rouge regime, but 
also that they were strong enough to survive it.  
Rithy Panh wants to remind the individuals of their right to create and narrate their own history, 
so that they can be able to create their own identity and individuality. 
Rithy Panh is an auteur, a moviemaker, and an artist more than a documentarist. The Missing 
Picture was referenced to as a documentary in the entire movie industry, but he himself claims 
not to be a documentarist but that he think of himself as more of an artist than a narrator of 
history. 
The point of attention is throughout the movie on the subjective stories of the people which 
makes it a very personal story. He has chosen not to use too many photos or video footage from 
the war, but focuses on the use of clay figures and dioramas, and we have concluded that he has 
chosen to do this in order to make it less overwhelming for the Cambodians to watch and 
“relive” the horrors. By portraying it with clay figures, he avoids showing pictures of 
somebody’s dead family member. He leaves it to the personal identification which is tough 
enough. 
We believe that The Missing Picture is more of an artistic homage to the Cambodian people and 
as a way of reminding them of who they are, instead of making a documentary that tells the rest 
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of the world what the Cambodian people experienced during the war. It seems like Rithy Panh 
tells the Cambodian people that it is time for them to remember who they are and how proud 
they should be of themselves as individuals, as a people and as a nation, as he uses one of their 
most ancient traditions of their puppet theatre culture to narrate the most important period of 
their nation’s history - to remind them just how glorious and beautiful their culture can be. 
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